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The issue is really whether we are going to recognize that the
oceans, like the land, are not limitless, self-healing, and
invulnerable to humanity's harmful activities.
Elizabeth Kaplan, testimony to the U.S. House Merchant Marine and
FisheriesSubcommittees, 20 February 1980
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The Environmental Two-Step
Although Americans elected what most
consider a largely anti-environmental
Congress in November 1994, they do not
necessarily support current congressional
plans to dismantle environmental legisla-
tion, according to a recent poll.
"Increasingly, Americans feel we've
done enough to protect the environment;
we don't need to track down the last mole-
cule of toxicity. However, these same
Americans are not saying it is time to elim-
inate what we've already accomplished,"
states the report based on the poll's results,
entitled The Environmental Two-Step:
LookingBack, MovingForward.
The poll, sponsored by the Times
Mirror Magazines Conservation Council
and the National Environment Forum, was
conducted to gauge public opinion on
environmental issues and response to how
Congress and the media are handling these
issues. Roper Starch Worldwide conducted
the fourth annual
poll, surveying a
nationally represen- lniN.!, M!
tative telephone sam-
pIe of 1,000 adult
Americans aged 18 i








cans say they are l
active environmen-
talists or sympathetic toward the
environment but not active, and
91% believe that there can exist a
balance between the economy
and nature.
Despite their concerns for the
environment, however, Ameri-
cans are calling for a reexamina-
tion of certain environmental
policies. For example, support for
property rights, which may |
infringe on environmental protec-
tion, is increasing. A majority of
Americans (66%) feel that the
government should be required to
compensate property owners for
land devalued by environmental laws such
as the endangered species and wetlands
regulations. A majority of Americans
(65%) also believe the Endangered Species
Act should take cost into consideration
when attempting to prevent the extinction
ofa species.
For the first time in four years, less
than the majority (43%) say that environ-
mental regulations have not gone far
enough. This figure has dropped from
53% in, 1994 and 63% in 1992. The drop
is a result of the increase in those
Americans who feel that current environ-
mental regulations create about the right
balance between the economy and environ-
mental protection (29%, up from 23% in
1994 and 17% in 1992), and those who
feel that environmental regulations have
gone too far (22%, up from 16% in 1994
and 10% in 1992).
These figures indicate that Americans
would like to see some reform to environ-
mental policies. However, the report states
that Americans do not want to dismantle
the current regulations. In fact, when asked
about specific areas ofenvironmental legis-
lation, the majority ofAmericans feel that
air and water regulations have not gone far
enough. The environmental issue ofgreat-
est concern to Americans is water quality.
According to the report, most
Americans seem to believe that environ-
mental protection and economic develop-
ment can work together. When this is not
possible, and a choice must be made
between environmental protection and eco-
nomic development, 63% of Americans
would side with the environment while
23% would choose economic development.
When balancing environmental protec-
tion with economic development, 70% of
Americans prefer conservation over preser-
vation ofwildlife, natural areas, and natur-
al resources. This means they believe that
resources can be managed while also using
them for the benefit of the economy and
the public, rather than preventing develop-
ment or restricting human activity in these
areas.
Poll results indicate that Americans are
generally optimistic about the future of the
environment. A majority (91%) believe that
a good balance can be found that will allow
continued economic progress and protec-
tion of the environment. Also, 61% of
Americans agree that technology will find a
way to solve environmental problems.
Ironically, in light ofcongressional bud-
get cuts to the EPA and other agencies
involved in the environment, many
Americans say they would be willing to pay
more for environmental
protection. A majority of
76% said they would be
1992 willing to spend $0.25
| |- 1993 | more per gallon of gaso-
1994 line if it reduced pollu-
_1995 W tion from their cars by
50%.
~ Findings also indicate
that most Americans do
not support theagenda of
I-' the Republican-dominat-
ed Congress when it
;> comes to environmental
issues. "Evidently, though
Americans sense a need
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to curb or at least reexamine environmental
policies, they do not agree with the scope or
pace ofenvironmental overhaul proposed by
the Republican congressional leadership,"
the report says. Further, "newly elected
members of Congress who feel they have
been brought to Washington with a man-
date to gut environmental laws are out of
touchwithwhat thepublic reallywants."
Of those surveyed, 45% say they are
dissatisfied with the Republican environ-
mental agenda that is included in the
Contract withAmerica, while 39% say they
are satisfied.
Republican members of Congress have
been warned that their environmental
agenda is not consistent with the public's
views. According to an editorial in The
New York Times, Linda DiVall, a
Republican polltaker whose clients include
Senator Phil Gramm and Speaker Newt
Gingrich, warned Republicans that "our
party is out of sync with mainstream
American opinion," including a "dis-
turbingly" large number ofRepublicans.
However, satisfaction with the Clinton
administration's environmental agenda is
decreasing. While 49% of Americans are
satisfied with the environmental agenda of
the Clinton administration, this figure is
down from 1994's satisfaction rate of55%.
Forty-one percent are dissatisfied.
The Times Mirror report shows that an
increasing number ofAmericans (27%, up
from 18% in 1992) are casting votes based
on a candidate's environmental position.
This change is evidenced by the recent
election ofRon Wyden, a Democrat elect-
ed to fill Bob Packwood's Senate seat in
Oregon. According to DiVall's editorial in
The New York Times, exit polls suggested
that Republican efforts to undermine envi-
ronmental laws played a critical role in
Wyden's upset win.
The report was presented to the Society
of Environmental Journalists at its Fifth
National Conference held at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology in
Cambridge, Massachusetts, in October.
Vice President Al Gore spoke to confer-
ence attendees about the state of environ-
mental legislation. He criticized Congress
for not representing the American people's
views on the environment. "We Americans
support protecting the environment," Gore
said. "What we're seeing today in Congress
is devastation with misrepresentation. This
is the most anti-environmental Congress in
the history ofthe United States."
A topic particularly important to the
SEJ conference attendees was the report
finding that most Americans think the
media are doing only a fair (52%) or poor
(27%) job of reporting on environmental
issues. Less than half ofAmericans (42%)
feel that the environmental coverage the
media provide is accurate. About 35% say
that the media make environmental situa-
tions appear "worse than they really are,"
while 16% think the media make environ-
mental situations appear "better than they
really are." Over half ofAmericans (52%)
want more environmental coverage in the
future. "News about the environment is
extremely important to the American peo-
ple," Gore said.
The report calls for more environmen-
tal education because 90% ofAmericans
say their knowledge of the environment is
limited: "Clearly, further environmental
education is needed to increase concern
about the environment, which in turn may
make Americans more cognizant of envi-




Throughout the United States, the urban
landscape is marred by deserted and dilapi-
dated factories and littered lots, often cont-
aminated with toxic materials. Lying
unused, these so-called brownfields have
robbed cities ofsome oftheir vitality. "You
have declining tax bases in urban areas,
you have jobs leaving urban areas, you
have property that will continue to remain
contaminated, and the continuing encour-
agement of urban sprawl," says James
Bower, brownfields coordinator for the
EPA's midwestern region. "Cities are in
big trouble ifthey can't find a way to recy-
cle their land."
Over the past several years, however,
states have begun to try new ways to spur
development of these sites. One major
technique is to relax liability laws and regu-
lations so that developers can clean the sites
and not be liable for past contamination.
The problem is large. A survey of 39
cities released by the U.S. Conference of
Mayors estimated 21,000 brownfields sites.
The EPA estimates 300,000 brownfields
sites nationwide. "But no one has a com-
prehensive inventory ofall the brownfields
sites in the country," says Linda
Garczynski of the EPA Office of Solid
Waste and Emergency Response.
Contaminants at these sites can include
asbestos which causes cancer; lead, which
causes nerve and brain damage; organic
solvents, which can damage kidneys; and
PCBs, which have been linked to cancer
and liver damage. The specter ofhuge lia-
bility from toxic contamination has
squelched efforts by developers to pump
economic life into these sites. The reality
though, says Bower, is that "the vast
majority ofsites are not that contaminated
and do not pose a health risk."
According to Jay Pendergrass, an attor-
ney with the Washington, DC-based
Environmental Law Institute, at least 20
states have passed legislation with brown-
fields cleanup in mind. Much ofthe legis-
lation has been passed in the past five
years.
Minnesota has been at the forefront of
the brownfields effort with 700 sites
cleaned up or being cleaned up since the
late 1980s and returned to providing taxes
and payrolls. One dramatic instance is a
$25 million clinic built in Minneapolis on
an abandoned lot once contaminated with
industrial solvents and garbage.
Last year the EPA announced its own
brownfields agenda, which included work-
ing with cities and states to redevelop
brownfields. The agency has funded 40
brownfields pilot demonstration projects at
$200,000 each and plans to fund 10 more
at the same level by next June. The money
typically pays for soil and groundwater
testing, information programs, site selec-
tion, and reuse plans.
Already, the EPA's midwestern region
has distributed $2 million through the
Superfund program to help states and
cities begin addressing brownfields, says
Bower. In Chicago alone, the region has
spent over $5 million to actually remove
toxic wastes from abandoned buildings to
prepare them for sale to developers.
While Bower and Garczynski talk opti-
mistically about the potential for rejuve-
nated brownfields to bring jobs and tax
money to cities, concerns remain in the
environmental justice community. "I think
it's important that the stakeholders-
including government, industry, busi-
ness-all recognize the community has to
have a say in determining what shape the
redevelopment takes," says Robert Bullard,
director of the Environmental Justice Re-
source Center at ClarkAtlanta University.
"There needs to be effort placed on
developing good models for community
participation that give people in the neigh-
borhood an appropriate opportunity to
look at how decisions are being made and
how sites are being cleaned up," says Tim
Brown of Clean Sites, a nonprofit-public
interest group involved in brownfields
cleanups. The EPA has refused to fund
pilot projects that can't show community
participation, according to Garczynski.
Controlling land use is high on the list
ofpriorities for making sure the toxic cont-
amination problem doesn't repeat itself
and pose a neighborhood threat. For exam-
ple, cleanup at a site to be used for indus-
Environmental Health Perspectives * Volume 104, Number4, April 1996 371